

A Threat to Legal Services 


T HE REAGAN administration tried hard to 
dismantle the Legal Services Corp., which 
funds legal aid to the poor in handling civil 
matters. For years, the LSC was zeroed out of the 
president’s budget request Opponents of the pro- 
gram were named to its board. But Congress kept it 
alive, and the work went on. 

“’Now, conditions are exactly reversed and that 
M^ns trouble for the LSC. The Clinton adminis- 
tration is enthusiastic about the program, which the 
First Lady once led, and has asked for a $440 million 
appropriation next year. But the House Budget 
Committee plans to shut it down. And while a 
president cannot single-handedly kill a federal pro- 
IP®®!, he can t save one either if Congress refuses 
the money to run it. 

Created to handle tenant disputes, domestic rela- 
tions, employment and credit problems for poor 
clients, the LSC has frequently been criticized for 
going beyond this core work. Congress has imposed 
numerous restrictions on the use of federal funds for 
legal services litigation. Some of these restricts are 
reasonable. Attorneys cannot, for example, engage 
in lobbying or political activities as a way to help the 


P°° r - They cannot handle lawsuits invol ving abor- 
tion, military service, school desegregation, redis- 
tricting or census activities. Representation of cer- 
tain categories of aliens has been curtailed. There 
are procedural limitations on the filing of class 
actions, which now account for only one-tenth of one 
percent of the legal services caseload. Still, some 
members of Congress look on these advocates as 
dangerous troublemakers challenging government 
programs and unreasonably demanding rights for 
their clients. 

The program ought to be saved. Without some 
kind of legal aid the nation’s poorest citizens would 
have no recourse against unscrupulous merrhanta 
no help in arranging adoptions or enforcing child 
support orders. This kind of work, not the class 
action cases challenging welfare or housing regula- 
tions, is the heart of the corporation’s mission. Both 
kinds of legal assistance to the poor are nppH^ But 
even if the authority for class actions is eroded i 
further, the personal and family legal problems of the 
disadvantaged continue. Withdrawing this aid will 
effectively shut millions of Americans out of the 
justice system. 



